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Abstract: This paper focuses on Australian texts with Asian representations, which will be discussed 
in terms of Ethical Intelligence (Weinstein, 2011) explored through drama. This approach aligns with 
the architecture of the Australian Curriculum: English (AC:E, v5, 2013); in particular the general 
capabilities of  'ethical understanding' and 'intercultural understandings.'  It also addresses one aspect 
of the Cross Curriculum Priorities which is to include texts about peoples from Asia. The selected 
texts not only show the struggles undergone by the authors and protagonists, but also the positive 
contributions that diverse writers from Asian and Middle Eastern countries have made to Australia. 
Keywords: 
Australian Curriculum: English; National curriculum, Asia Literacy, literature, ethical understanding 
and literature, ethical criticism, Ethical Intelligence, intercultural understanding, Cross Curriculum 
Priorities, Process drama and literature 
This paper focuses on Australian texts with Asian representations, which will be discussed in terms of 
intercultural ethical understanding through Ethical Intelligence (Weinstein, 2011). I assume a 
sociocultural-critical view of the reader making meaning in response to a text through its absences as 
well what is there. This approach in subject English also examines how young readers can think 
about the alignment or misalignment between the values in the given text and their own personal and 
cultural values. That is to say, I assume that 'morality' whether secular or 'sacred', is a situated 
concept, constructed and partial, and this is the central theoretical underpinning of my approach in 
this paper. The father of Ethical Intelligence, Weinstein, actually treats morality and ethics as 
synonymous (Weinstein, 2011, p.50) in a secular sense.  Suggestions for working with these texts 
through classroom study in terms of readers’ theatre and process drama will also be included in this 
discussion. This approach aligns with the architecture of the Australian Curriculum: English v 5 
(ACARA, 2012) general capabilities of  “ethical understanding” and “intercultural understandings” as 
well as the Cross Curriculum Priority to include texts about peoples from Asia. Asia in the AC:E 
(2013) "can be defined  in geographical terms, but it can also be described in terms of cultural, 
religious, historical and language boundaries or commonalities". In this paper I have included texts 
representing some writers and character representations of the AC:E Asian countries, but also include 
those of the Middle East, as the most recent waves of migration have come from these places. 
The texts discussed in this paper are: the one act play, The modest Aussie cozzie (Valentine, 2010), 
Abdel Fattah's novels, Does my head look big in this? (2005) and Ten things I hate about me (2006), 
the short play, Monkey mother (Ta Binh, 1998), Anh Do’s autobiography, The happiest refugee (Do, 
2010) and selected autobiographical stories and poetry written by former refugees, by young people 
(Dechian, 2005) and adult writers . I also make reference to the novel The infernal optimist (Jaivin, 
2006), as a springboard for process drama. In each of these texts connections can be made in terms 
of characters’ ethical dilemmas and concerns, the investigation of which may help to develop our 
students' ethical understanding of their situations. The selected texts also show the positive 
contributions that diverse writers from Asian countries have made to Australia.  
Even if we do not label it as such, many teachers and learners in English classrooms have been 
engaging in “ethical criticism” for some time and this approach has undergone many incarnations as 
an approach to English criticism.  Developing our students' ethical understanding does not herald a 
return to the Leavisite conceptualisation of ethical criticism, where literary criticism positioned morality 
at its heart. Morality in the Leavisite tradition is a culturally loaded and contestable term and rests on 
occidental sets of cultural assumptions. I am not suggesting either that morality can be learnt only by 
investigating the moral concerns of a few great literary works. This paper is framed by a more current 
view of ethical criticism. This approach to studying literature asks readers to "explore texts with 
attention to the values, ethics and ways of thinking that they promote or challenge, and then 
implications of this for the reader’s contextual experience and own ethical behaviour " (Manuel & 
Carter, 2009, p. 161). 
There is some alignment between recent iterations of ethical criticism and some of the central 
purposes of critical approaches to literature and media texts used in recent decades in English 
classrooms. Critical literacy allowed us to counter-teach colonialist texts through unpacking 
representations and discourses of otherness and power. In the Australian Curriculum: English (AC:E), 
the language has changed and yet English teachers continue to ask ethical questions in investigating 
attitudes, values and beliefs which underpin texts and how these align with our students' experiences. 
So, although we no longer find the word Discourse in the curriculum documents, we can still critically 
investigate whose voices are powerful and whose are silenced in given texts, and in doing so we are 
often exploring ethical dilemmas. I draw on critical approaches to literature; and combine these with 
ethical criticism ideas using the relatively new concept of Ethical Intelligence (Weinstein, 2011) as a 
framing device.  
What is meant by Ethical Intelligence and how does it relate to the study of texts in English 
curriculum? The Ethical Intelligence tenets comprise five main principles: "do no harm; make things 
better; respect others; be fair and, be loving" (Weinstein, 2011, p. 6). These tenets could be useful as 
part of a conceptual toolkit for young people to think about engaging ethical concerns in relation to 
and response to literary and non literary works. In English classrooms this means engagement with 
the texts in ways which interrogate and investigate ethical issues, dilemmas and decisions apparent in 
selected texts and how these might align with students’ readings of the texts and their own cultural 
values.  
Since the texts by and about people from Asian countries under discussion in this paper focus on 
hybrid identities and the dilemmas attendant upon these constructions, ethical concerns around 
identity come to the fore for many of the central characters. By hybrid identities I mean the blending of 
identity and culture that occurs in self representation, such as in referring to oneself as Chinese-
Australian or in my own case as a Russian-Australian. In Australia, hybridity has evolved as a term 
which describes living with difference, “of language, values, rituals, beliefs, religion, looks memories” 
(Ang, 2000). People who have migrated from different countries and interculturally blend their 
experiences after settling in another country are sometimes referred to by identity theorists as the 
“hybrid diaspora” (Ang, 2000; Bhabha, 1990). Sometimes this results in “ambivalence”, a feeling that 
one has understanding of some aspects of two or more cultures, but belongs entirely in neither 
(Bhabha, 1990; Said, 2003).  Each character’s story in the texts chosen here is partially 
autobiographical and delivers representations of selfhood that may help readers understand the 
delicate balancing act that is sometimes experienced by the writers who are part of the hybrid 
diaspora in Australia. In that sense the stories are all, to some extent, intercultural. In terms of the 
General Capabilities, would have our students “learning to value and view critically their own cultural 
perspectives and practices and those of others through their interactions with people, texts and 
contexts across the curriculum”. Here I focus on plays, life stories (autobiographical and biographical) 
and fictional works. The current version of the AC: E (2013) identifies the dispositions of "empathy, 
respect and responsibility as critical to the development of intercultural understanding" in the 
curriculum. In ethical criticism, the role of the teacher is to "provide opportunities for exploring and 
articulating values (self, text, other), and ethical dimensions of social, cultural, personal and other 
experience" (Manuel & Carter, 2009, p. 161). The Asian-Australian plays, life-writing texts and short 
stories discussed here have been chosen to allow opportunities for students to discover and explore 
authentic ethical and intercultural dilemmas and understand their own responses to the ethical 
dilemmas presented. The current version of the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2013) suggests that 
in English:  
Students develop ethical understanding as they identify and investigate the nature of ethical 
concepts, values, character traits and principles, and understand how reasoning can assist 
ethical judgment. Ethical understanding involves students in building a strong personal and 
socially oriented ethical outlook that helps them to manage context, conflict and uncertainty, 
and to develop an awareness of the influence that their values and behaviour have on others 
Let me now turn to the selected texts to see how this general capability can be developed in these 
intercultural texts. 
The plays 
The one act play, The modest Aussie cossie (Valentine, 2010), focuses on the invention of the 
burquini, a swimming costume designed by an Australian Muslim woman, Aheda Zanetti. Valentine 
worked with Zanetti to reflect her story faithfully in this drama. The central trope of "modest dress 
code" is explored in this play.  The main ethical dilemma explored in this play is the problem of how 
Muslim girls can engage in physical activity whilst preserving cultural modesty of dress.  This is a 
matter of self respect and respect for Islamic cultural codes in a country where the dress codes and 
lifestyle, (such as beach culture) are very different from the mainstream culture. In the play's opening 
scene Aheda's sporty niece, is overheating due to exercising in many layers of clothes. Aheda 
explains to her niece: 
AHEDA: We are all active people but we are restricted. Not because society restricted us or our 
family. This is how we are. We are modest within. So we didn’t really explore the team sport or 
the activeness in that way but we were active within. 
Aheda argues with her Greek-Australian husband about the need to invent something for athletic 
Muslim women. Her husband claims that modest dressing and sport are “incompatible”. Undeterred, 
Aheda invents, makes and markets the burquini against many odds, including prejudice from fabric 
merchants, journalists and real estate agents, most of whom “other” her and fail to see the potential in 
her invention and business idea. Zanetti's motivation was to allow Muslim girls to participate in 
Australia’s beach culture and learn to swim, which is an essential skill in Australian life.   
Allow me a moment to recount an anecdote, when I faced an intercultural and ethical dilemma as an 
EAL teacher. My 12 year old Somali student, who dressed in conventional hijab refused my genuine 
offer to teach her to swim, even if we both covered up completely in the pool.  “Thank you, Ms J, but I 
am Muslim. I am girl. Muslim girls don’t swim.” Dilemma: did I retreat out of respect for my student's 
culture or try to convince her that covering up and learning to swim, one-to-one, might prevent her 
from potential drowning? The story ends with her younger cousin telling me not to worry because her 
cousin had already learnt to swim in Kenya. Her refusal of my offer to teach her was about self- 
regulating cultural modesty, not about the ability to swim. Had the burquini been available at that time 
in the late 20th century, I wonder if her response might have been different. She may have been able 
to participate with the class, since the now, well-known garment has allowed Australian-Muslim girls 
to swim, become surf lifesavers and participate in Australian beach culture. 
The ethical dilemmas raised around the tropes of modesty and fashion are also explored in the play 
through the design and marketing of the swimming costume from Aheda ordering the fabric, sewing 
the costumes in her own home, expanding to a shop and market stalls, and finally marketing the 
burquini for the Olympics. In doing so she encountered characters with disrespectful attitudes towards 
her and what she was trying to achieve.  The costume had to be just right, sleek enough to allow 
streamlined performance in the water, whilst covering most of the body including the head hair. This 
forces Aheda to make ethical choices about matters which young Western people may not have ever 
had to consider, such as covering nipples with a label. Studying this play may help students to 
understand Islamic culture and mores more poignantly outside of the stereotypes usually presented in 
Muslim representations, especially in mainstream media.  
Valentine's short play is not overly dramatic, and lends itself to reader's theatre (Robertson & Poston-
Anderson, 1985). The text is acted by reading aloud with the script in hand rather than being 
memorised. The readers usually stand in a line or row, using chairs or boxes to create different levels 
and minimal props and costume pieces. In this case a head scarf or any long piece of fabric, wrapped 
around the body could represent the full garments worn by the players. The readers look or turn their 
bodies slightly towards each other rather than fully interact with each other, as actors do. They read 
aloud from the script and make eye contact with the audience. This approach works more powerfully 
than having students sit at their desks and read the play aloud from the text. Many students have 
difficulty in imagining the drama from the script on the page. The physical act of standing up in line on 
different levels and allowing for some rehearsal at least gives the students an appreciation of the 
characters’ voices and the narrative elements of the drama. I approached the play this way with my 
pre-service teachers, who were studying a Literature in secondary teaching unit, and we read through 
the whole play in just over one hour.  
As always I would begin any drama class in English with a warm up, as progressing from physical 
movement to the scripted text allows more lively engagement with the drama when it comes to the 
reading of it. More about effective drama warm up activities and why they work can be found 
elsewhere (Jetnikoff, 2007). Dividing the class into reader groups and assigning scenes to be 
rehearsed breaks up the monotony of a seated reading around the class strategy and allows students 
to come to terms with negotiating the meaning of the text. As they negotiate the text, students could 
be asked to apply an ethical investigation to their particular scene. This could include asking the five 
Ethical Intelligence questions about their specific scene in the play. The questions to ask of events 
and character actions and motives or the central focus of the scene are: 
1. Will this avoid causing harm? 
2.  Will it make things better? 
3. Is it respectful? 
4. Is it fair? 
5. Is it a loving thing to do? 
Starting a textual investigation with some or all of these simple questions about the central focus of 
the play, specific scenes, themes or the behaviour of specific characters could be a good start for 
junior secondary students.  Aheda Zanetti invented the burquini to try to "make things better" for 
Muslim women and develop a costume that allowed them to swim whilst respecting their cultural 
values. The Ethical Intelligence questions outlined above could be applied, for example, to the 
journalist who suggests a completely inappropriate and false link between the Muslim women and 
terrorist activity, when Aheda and her friend were selling and promoting the burquinis at a market 
stall. The unethical actions of the journalist were certainly disrespectful of her as a Muslim woman and 
caused potential harm to her and her friend. The basics of journalistic ethics, which can be found at 
the site of the MEAA Code of Ethics (http://www.alliance.org.au/code-of-ethics.html), could also be 
studied alongside this scene to discover the mainstream media and social media representations of 
Islam on offer to the public in Australia. Such an investigation could assist students to be more aware 
of how negative stereotypes can have harmful consequences. This is also touched upon in the play, 
when Aheda wants to search the internet to see if any product like the one she wants to design 
already exists, and her husband warns her about the proliferation of anti-Muslim online sites. 
Discussion of this negative aspect of the democracy of the internet could also help students to 
"understand how language can be used to influence judgments about behaviour, speculate about 
consequences and influence opinions and that language can carry embedded negative and positive 
connotations that can be used in ways that help or hurt others" (ACARA, 2013), which is part of the 
objectives of the ethical understanding, general capability. Such investigations beginning with the 
dramatic text, may result in written or multi modal, public reflective or expository summative tasks 
such as feature articles, editorials, opinion columns or blogs, where the ethical dilemmas raised in the 
play can be explored further. 
The play The modest Aussie cossie in its exploration of the trope of fashion, may help young people 
to acknowledge a positive social contribution made by Asians (in this case of Middle Eastern origin) in 
Australia and highlights some of the ethical dilemmas Muslim women face in coming to belong in a 
new culture. The play could also then act as a springboard to develop intercultural understanding, 
especially if studied alongside the novel, Does my head look big in this? (Abdel-Fattah, 2006). This 
novel similarly explores adolescent Muslim identity and dress code through the central character 
Amal, an Australian-Palestinian Muslim. The book is a lively and humorous read and deals with 
issues of identity and the Hijab, as well as male-female relationships. Ethical Intelligence questions 
could be asked about the different treatment of males and females in Muslim culture and whether this 
double standard evident in the novel also impacts on other adolescent girls and boys in Australia. 
Another of Abdel Fattah’s novels, Ten things I hate about me (2006) which deals with Australian-
Muslim identity would also be a poignant addition to the curriculum to be read in conjunction with the 
Valentine play. Ten things I hate about me, explores the notion of concealing and revealing aspects of 
selfhood at school through the central character Jamilah Towfeek. At home with her sole parent father 
and siblings, she is Jamilah, but at school she conceals her identity behind blue contact lenses and by 
blonding her hair. It is only when Jamilah finds a kindred spirit online in an anonymous chat room that 
she begins to reveal who she really is. In reality it takes a crisis or two to make her realise her own 
authenticity. Both novels would be suitable for inclusion in junior secondary English classes and 
would complement the reading of the play, The modest Aussie cossie. 
Another short, one act play Monkey mother, (Ta Binh, 2000) has just seventeen scenes and would be 
appropriate  for junior secondary school, in either year nine or ten. Loss, displacement, isolation, 
marginalisation, birth and death are all examined in Monkey mother and the narrative is punctuated 
by fragments of poetry in Vietnamese with English translations, spoken by the mother and a chorus. 
The drama unfolds in parallel narratives spoken by a young, unnamed Vietnamese-born Australian 
man and his Anglo-Australian wife. The third narrative reveals the haunting tale of the old Vietnamese 
mother's traumatic journey to Australia after the “Vietnamese” war. The anonymous characters are 
identified only by their relationship to each other; the son, the mother, the daughter-in-law. They are 
connected through accounts of dreams, nightmares, poetry and the Vietnamese folk tale of the 
monkey mother. The daughter-in-law relates a prophetic dream to her husband: 
 YOUNG WOMAN: There was a Monkey mother who found a lost child in the Forest. She 
wanted to keep him as her son. But then a voice said she must return him to the ocean, 
otherwise he would grow up, fall in love with a girl from the outside world and bring disaster to 
her. But the Monkey mother didn't care about her future. She only cared about the boy.  
This dream reminds the young man of a folk tale, which he says must have a happy ending. His wife's 
dream narrative, however, takes a bloody turn, reminiscent of the war in Vietnam. Although the young 
woman tries to empathise with her elderly mother-in-law she cannot fully access the old woman's 
culture, whose stories are infused with the "scent of memory" (Brah, 1999) firmly fixed in the past. 
Deep intercultural understanding is unavailable to these women, since neither character has truly 
experienced the other's journey.  
As in some other stories of Vietnamese Australian refugees, (Dao, 2005)   the devoted mother, 
symbolised by the Monkey mother has raised her child alone in Australia. Unable to envisage a future 
for herself she buries herself in the raising of her son and lives haunted by violence and displacement 
of the past. In this play, the mother made the journey to Australia alone, as the boy’s father had died 
in Vietnam. 
The narrative of the boat journey gives insight into the Monkey mother's trauma and by contrast, into 
her son's inability to remember the journey. The description is brief and fragmented. Their rescue by a 
foreign ship was followed by the frustration of internment.  
VOICE: Ten days at sea... drifting... no food... no water... several people had died in our 
boat... But it was not finished yet. Three years of living in that camp. Waiting and waiting for 
the day to come when we could go to a third country. 
Throughout the play only the survival of her son matters. The son, an infant at the time of the boat 
journey, fails to understand his mother's clinging to the past. The son is perhaps trying to discover his 
own identity, against the backdrop of his mother's sacrifice for him. In this attempt to individuate from 
this history of seeking asylum, he lacks empathy for his mother's experience.  
YOUNG MAN:  You always repeat the same things! Your past keeps crowding me! Pinning 
me down! We're not in Vietnam anymore! Leave me alone! Give me some space. Give me 
the chance to find my place in this country. 
If the Ethical Intelligence questions are applied to this play Monkey mother, students could investigate  
whether the son's treatment of his mother was respectful or fair given her sacrifice for him, or even 
whether the actions of the mother were loving or dutiful and if the course of action taken had made 
things better for one or either of them. Beyond the dilemmas of the familial relationships students 
might apply the five Ethical Intelligence questions to the treatment of refugees in this country or 
whether the Government position on mainstream media coverage of this issue is fair, or respectful. 
The discussions may lead to summative tasks where the issues are argued in persuasive speeches, 
editorials or in a dramatic enactment as a literary intervention, where a ‘new’ scene challenges some 
of these issues in more detail. 
A gap only hinted at in the Monkey mother is the detail of the actual boat journey, which could be filled 
in  by reading Ahn Do's autobiography, The happiest refugee (Do, 2010). If these two texts were 
compared, the ethical dilemmas faced by the characters might become more available to the students 
and help them to develop empathy for the stories of other asylum seekers from other cultures. These 
two life-story texts, the biographical play, Monkey mother and autobiography, The happiest refugee 
could complement each other and be approached through process drama for the junior secondary 
classroom. I also suggest other suitable texts for intertextual study to develop intercultural 
understanding and ethical understanding.  
 
Investigating life-writing through Ethical Intelligence 
Ahn Do is a much loved stand up comedian, writer and philanthropist. Along with his brother, Koah Do 
(young Australian of the year in 2010) Ahn Do has made positive contributions to this country. The 
early part of his autobiography, The happiest refugee (Do, 2010, pp11-26) is harrowing. There are 
ethical dilemmas throughout this autobiographical story, including the original decision for the family 
to leave Vietnam. Like the narrative in the play Monkey mother (Ta Binh, 2000) the Do family’s 
journey by sea was marred by thirst, hunger and constant threat of pirates. In Do's graphic account, 
the boat, full of frightened people was attacked twice by pirates, the engine was stolen and the people 
were virtually left for dead on the ocean.  
Contrary to the play Monkey mother, where the mother is unable to let go of the past traumatic events 
of the journey from Vietnam, Ahn Do pieces together the events through his own mother's memory 
and finds a positive way through to his adult life. Do’s mother vividly remembers the harrowing 
journey and yet the Do family all find a way to express gratitude for the new country, which is ethically 
intelligent in the sense of being respectful and fair minded. Like many refugees, Ahn Do's family make 
their living by long hours of sewing as outworkers. Ahn Do's father, whose courage allowed their initial 
journey from Vietnam to be successful, psychologically disintegrates after some failed business 
ventures in Australia. The five Ethical Intelligence questions can be applied to many of the events in 
this autobiography. Ahn reconciles with his father, who earlier had abandoned them, but he is 
especially grateful to his mother, who stayed with her children and in spite of constant financial 
struggle. She constantly reminds her children to reciprocate the opportunities given to them by 
Australia.  Ahn Do finds humour and shows compassion in his retrospective account of tragic events.  
In hindsight, things that were difficult became character building and also sometimes ludicrous.  
The book The happiest refugee (Do, 2010) is infused with both emotional and Ethical Intelligence. 
The overriding emotion which flavours this book is gratitude. There are many passages where Do 
refers to his mother's advice on giving back to the country that provided a new life for his family. This 
heart-wrenching book affords an authentic voice to tell a success story about refugees and for the 
readers to make their own decision about this issue. The book also paints a vivid picture of the 
positive and valuable contributions made by such migrants in their own and for following generations. 
The scent of memory here is a positive one, sweet smelling and long lasting. This autobiography 
shows how people who came to this country as refugees give back to Australia, which aligns with the 
AC:E's Cross Curriculum Priority of highlighting instances  of Asian contributions to Australia (ACARA, 
2013).  
The Do Autobiography may be intertextually compared with readings of other stories speaking 
of displacement and dilemmas of refugees. The anthology No place like home (Dechian, 2005) has 
been written by young diasporic people. These are moving, honest accounts of displacement and tell 
of the traumatic events preceding leaving their original countries in the raw words of the young people 
themselves. Perhaps these stories propose an antidote to the ethically unintelligent, political and 
mainstream media discourse of "stop the boats", which has fuelled a reactionary, public discourse 
over two election campaigns in Australia. Such an approach reminds us that most of us are migrants 
to this country and that we might reinterpret the stories of boat people to be more accurately about 
people without the harmful, loaded and dehumanising adjective. Indeed, how ethically intelligent is it 
to keep people who are fleeing from persecution, trauma and torture indefinitely locked up in 
detention centres? Applying Weinstein’s five Ethical Intelligence questions to this situation allows 
students to think about what authorities do in relation to asylum seekers in Australia. Further 
investigations of this topic could be examined through the harrowing stories of the journeys of adult 
asylum seekers, such as ‘The Winged Lion’ (Al Dujali, 2007), where a mother describes the loss of 
her child in a shipwreck en route from Indonesia. Another work, although fictional, which  could be 
read by a mature year 10 class is the novel, The infernal optimist , although the language and adult 
concepts may require parental warnings if this book is to be read in junior secondary school. All or 
any of these texts studied together as parent texts could work through process drama to scripted 
scenes for a jointly constructed or workshopped play. 
Developing intercultural and ethical understanding through process drama 
Process drama is primarily social and involves negotiation and renegotiation of meaning as 
participants reinterpret meanings whilst interacting with others in a drama sequence . It is a fitting 
sociocultural, critical approach through which to engage with intercultural texts as it usually centres on 
conflicts with “shades of grey”. The idea of improvising around a “boat journey” allows ethical 
dilemmas to emerge, so students can define and explore their roles and values through the decisions 
they make in the drama and then reflect on them. Usually the teacher moves in and out of role in a 
process drama and sometimes this involves the teacher slipping a prop or an item of costume on to 
distinguish between drama mediator (teacher) and character. Because the process drama is 
improvisational it can be a good idea to work from a parent text, such as one of the ones suggested 
above. Preparatory reading and close textual examination can be enhanced by process drama of a 
key scene or issue, or in this case, the drama can be the pre-reading activity itself leading into the 
study of a novel. Process drama involves some preparation and risk on the teacher’s part, but rich 
reflections can be result from this kind of textual investigation. Because the students have to "play" 
the roles together and make decisions in role, they usually experience a range of emotions around a 
topic. Process drama can develop an understanding of how social concepts such as cooperation, 
communication, collaboration, consensus, self-esteem, risk taking, sympathy, and empathy apply in 
life. These can be determined by the teacher at the outset whether through the parent text themes, or 
by reading or viewing a secondary text, such as a documentary or a poem on a similar theme.  As 
such a process drama and a following individual and whole-class reflection, based on some of the 
texts above, should deploy critical and creative thinking and allow students to develop intercultural 
and ethical understanding 
...as they study the issues and dilemmas present in a range of texts and explore how ethical 
principles affect the behaviour and judgment of characters and those involved in issues and 
events. Students apply the skills of reasoning, empathy and imagination, consider and make 
judgments about actions and motives, and speculate on how life experiences affect and 
influence people’s decision making and whether various positions held are reasonable. 
(ACARA, 2013) 
What follows is a process drama lesson developed by one of my 2012 pre-service students, Nazhat 
Yusuf, which has been reproduced here with her kind permission. A similar process could work for 
other texts suggested in this paper, although this lesson was developed in preparation for the reading 
of the novel The infernal optimist (Jaivin, 2006). By locating the drama activity at this early stage of 
the unit the students are contextually prepared for the following in-depth study of the novel, with a 
deepened intercultural understanding. 
Nazhat explains: 
In this lesson, students will use process drama conventions by exploring the humanitarian 
context of refugees and the types of circumstances they are fleeing, their experience of the 
journey and their experiences of Australia when they arrive.   
For a class of 25 Year 10 students, the lesson resources were listed as: 25 x envelopes, pencils and 
post-it notes and sheets of paper, five felt pens, five pieces of butcher's paper , DVD of “Go back to 
where you came from”, Muse ‘blackout’ music, old clothes, rotting food, pile of old, dirty clothes.  
Teacher and Student 
Activities 
Student Activity Activity Objective 
Welcome and frame lesson (context, objectives). Instruct 
students to form circle around envelopes. Students do not open 
envelopes – they will be required later.  
Discussion - class discussion about refugee issues. Teacher 
questioning students’ prior knowledge. 
Gauge students’ knowledge of 
refugee issues. 
 
Students use envelopes to answer yes/no to facts/myths 
presented. Students who answer question wrongly,  move into 
middle point of space, as marked with an “X” 
Fact vs. Myth - Explain students need to answer questions with 
a yes or no in response to their envelopes. Teacher asks 
questions: 1. Are there 10 million refugees in the world today?  
2.  Are asylum seekers who arrive in Australia by boat illegal?  
3.  Is Australia ranked as one of the highest “per capita” 
countries for accepting and protecting refugees?  
Students respond by showing either the “yes” or “no” side of 
envelope. If they are wrong, they move into the centre of space 
and this continues until all students are in centre space, some 
towards the outer edge. Students write responses on “post it” 
notes and stick to floor. Students are asked to stay in square 
and view as many responses as possible. Teacher 
communicates the need to be quiet. 
 
Refugee Video Clip - Ask students to remain quietly in place. 
Draw a square around them with chalk or tape, and instruct them 
to sit down and not to step/move outside the square and keep 
hands to self. Play video clip of refugee experience.  Students 
pay attention to Wasmi’s story from the SBS documentary, Go 
back to where you came from (O'Mahoney, 2011). 
Dim lights and play video. As students watch video, Teacher 
places objects such rotting food, bucket of salty water, clothes 
with old odours behind them, to create a sensory experience of 
being on a boat for days. 
 
One word response - Turn lights on and ask students to write a 
one word response about how that made them feel on a post it 
Introduces students to some myths 
surrounding refugees. Helps 
students begin to form an 
understanding of refugee issues. 
These questions are derived from 
SBS website: 
<http://www.sbs.com.au/goback/quiz>  
Retrieved, October, 2012) 
 
Allows students to experience a 
sense of being ostracised and 
being in close confines with each 
other. 
 
Students are able to hear a real 
account of a refugee experience. 
Students use senses of hearing 
and smell to create an experience 
of a cramped boat journey. 
Respond and reflect on viewing the 
video by remaining inside the 
square students experience a 
 Claustrophobic atmosphere.  
Reflect and respond on being 
confined. 
Allows students to think about the 
types of experiences that refugees 
then stick it to the floor. Ask students to quietly stand and stay in 
the square and observe as a many responses as possible. 
Students will be discussing and sharing how being 
confined/restricted made them react/respond. What did being 
confined make them want to do? 
Group Reflection - Students split into five groups by 
corresponding numbers on envelopes and direct them to move 
quietly to a station. Explain activity- ask students how they 
reacted to being in a confined space, what did it make them 
want do to? How did they react to the person next to them? 
Imagine being in that situation for five days? To build empathy 
ask students to take in their surroundings of the rotting food and 
smells of old clothes and ask how would they respond to hearing 
babies crying from hunger. Imagine a storm erupts and there is 
no way to escape the rain, thunder and pounding of the waves, 
tossing of boat and people and people being sick next to them. 
Someone falls “overboard” out of the circle. Instruct students to 
begin to come out of the circle and form small groups. One 
person acts as a scribe to record responses on a sheet of 
butcher’s paper, then one person from each group is selected to 
share with the whole class.  
Group Freeze Frame - each group is given one of the scenarios 
listed and asked to create a freeze frame. 
Scenarios: 
• The situation that refugee family is fleeing from 
•  the journey of refugee family 
•  arrival of refugee family 
•  life in Australia, after being here for some time.  
Explain activity to group as a whole and then support groups 
individually 
have. Helps foster a sense of 
empathy.   
 
 
Requires students to focus on 
presentations by all groups. Allows 
students to present and respond to 
creative activity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Teacher gives instructions. 
Students will analyse and evaluate 
their responses and reflect upon 
these. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Freeze Frame Presentation - Ask each group to present freeze 
frame to class. Teacher touches students lightly on the shoulder 
to elicit one word response from each member of group. 
Students to form a circle and discuss what they just participated 
in. 
Students also asked to give examples of where in the lesson 
they were asked to step into the role of a refugee and how that 
made them feel. 
Students will then be individually, silently reflecting through letter 
writing. 
 
Reflective letter writing - Ask students to find their own space 
and using the paper and pencil in the envelope, write a letter to 
one member of the refugee family (in role as their character in 
freeze frame.) 
Whole class discussion on how this experience helped them to 
understand the experience of refugees who are seeking asylum 
in Australia. 
 
 
 
 
 
Developing empathy and emotional 
response 
 
 
 
 
Students are able to understand 
and identify process drama 
conventions used in this lesson 
and how this helps them to develop 
empathy and intercultural 
understanding. 
 
Nazhat Yusuf identified the following AC:E (ACARA, 2012) sub-strand elaborations for her Year 10 
students in this lesson plan activity. 
Evaluate the social, moral and ethical positions represented in texts (ACELT1812) 
Plan, rehearse and deliver presentations, selecting and sequencing appropriate content and 
multimodal elements to influence a course of action (ACELY1751) 
Create sustained texts, including texts that combine specific digital or media content, for 
imaginative, informative, or persuasive purposes that reflect upon challenging and complex 
issues (ACELY1756) 
Although this was a hypothetical situation, as this was designed for a class but had not yet been 
taught, such an approach offers students an opportunity to feel empathy with people and situations 
they may have never thought about before. Other situations such as those of actually being in 
detention could be explored, so that issues emerging from the texts can be revealed, both before and 
after the process drama lesson. In English it is always important to start and end with the text and 
extend activities and thinking form there. Although in this instance the activity derives from the viewing 
of a documentary as a kind of anticipatory lesson set, it could also be done as a post-reading activity.  
After detailed textual examination of issues/dilemmas/attitudes/values have been identified, 
characterised and contextualised, the process drama could be used more specifically to highlight 
particular trends within the specific texts under study. A previewing and discussion of the text Go back 
to where you came from, in a previous lesson could more deeply explore the text’s 
attitudes/understandings/values, and avoid generalisations. A segment could be viewed again in this 
lesson to deepen the experiences in the process drama.  
There are a number of pressing issues that beset the asylum seekers and those deemed “criminals” 
in detention in the novel, The infernal optimist. The story is told through the first person voice of the 
narrator, a small time criminal, Zeki. Ironically whilst on the way "to do something good", soon after he 
is set free from prison, he is caught riding the train without a ticket and sent to an immigration 
detention centre at Villawood. The people he encounters there are disempowered, disbelieved, 
frustrated and treated extremely poorly by the authorities and the system. Their sense of injustice is 
felt powerfully by any reader with an ethical conscience. Once again some of the Ethical Intelligence 
questions can be applied to many of the situations in the detention centre. How fair or respectful is it 
for an unaccompanied infant to be separated from her mother and siblings? Is it fair that hardened 
criminals are housed with children, genuine asylum seekers and visitors with expired visas?  How 
ethical is it to deport asylum seekers to return home to their deaths? Although this is a work of fiction, 
it was researched thoroughly on actual cases of detainees. Any of these questions may yield further 
conflicts or controversies for further exploration through process drama scenarios. 
The veracity of the experiences of the detainees in the novel The infernal optimist, are echoed in 
another collection which could be read in conjunction with this novel, which features autobiographical 
accounts of detention. This anthology includes evocative stories and poetry and is titled Another 
Country: Writers in detention (Keneally & Scott, 2007). The process drama described here is a 
potentially powerful activity to use for processing ethical issues in the English classroom. The 
example here is teacher directed but the students themselves can also play a part in determining 
what focus or direction the process drama might take in response to the texts under study. For more 
information, the book, Planning process drama is helpful (Bowell & Heap, 2001). Although it is often 
undertaken as usually formative work in English, process drama can provide the basis for a scripted 
drama. The final summative task of a script and/ or a dramatic enactment responding to these parent 
or secondary texts could also include poetry written by some of the characters in the novel, The 
infernal optimist. These poems can be modelled on the poetic fragments in Monkey mother (Ta Binh, 
2000) or some of the poems in Another country: Writers in detention (Keneally & Scott, 2007). Further 
information on developing improvisational activities such as  process drama into script can be found in 
a "basic scriptwriting" lesson guide, devised by the Hats Off Theatre Company (2010).  
In this paper I have argued that studying texts which examine representations of Asian people in 
Australia help to develop the general capabilities of intercultural and ethical understanding through the 
lens of Ethical Intelligence. It is hoped that our students become aware of some of the ethical 
dilemmas that newly arrived people from other cultures can face in this country. Any one or more of 
these texts could be studied in relation to one another. I have suggested that reader's theatre and 
process drama may be fruitful ways to develop empathy for the characters in the stories. The 
Australian and Asian writers living in Australia featured in this paper offer constructions of particular 
identities in relation to Australian culture, which may give us insight into the personal and ethical 
dilemmas experienced by so many young people. Texts and activities like those described in this 
paper are designed to develop empathy, Ethical Intelligence and intercultural understanding. It is 
important to study texts which highlight not only the differences faced by young people growing up in 
a new culture, but also the positive contributions to Australia made by migrants in this country. The 
plays, poems, autobiographical stories and fictional characters in these texts offer ways to challenge 
the negative views of migrants and asylum seekers represented in the public consciousness. These 
sometimes first person accounts of being treated as criminals, or "othered," through blatant or 
underhand racism, or through experiences of poverty and shame deserve to be heard rather than 
silenced. In each of the texts offered here both fictional characters and real people emerge from their 
struggles with strong and distinctive voices that deserve to be part of the repertoire of texts to be 
studied in schools under  the guidelines of the Australian Curriculum. 
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